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Opioids for Chronic Pain
Opioids are a type of prescription pain medication.

They can help relieve pain but also carry important risks.
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VA Healthcare Network Upstate New York follows national and local

Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) practice guidelines on pain

management.  All of our health care staff is responsible for providing

good pain management to our patients. Our goals are to:

• Evaluate and treat pain problems effectively, in line with current

medical standards and

• Protect against abuse or unsafe use of pain medications

Overview

• VA Healthcare Network Upstate New York is committed to safe and

effective pain treatment

• Treatment of chronic pain is based on a full evaluation and a treatment

plan monitored by your medical provider

• Opioids are used only when they are right for your pain problem

• You must agree to important rules in order to use opioids for your

pain problem

• If opioids are not right for your chronic pain problem, we will offer

other ways to manage your chronic pain
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Assessing Your Pain Problem
Each time we check your vital signs (heart rate, blood pressure, etc.), we will

ask you for a pain rating on a scale from 0 (no pain) to 10 (pain as bad as it

could be).  If you tell us you would like medical help with a pain problem, we

will fully evaluate your problem.  A pain assessment typically includes:

• The location of your pain

• The intensity of your pain at its worst and

its least

• How your pain started and how long it

has lasted

• How your pain feels (sharp, dull, stabbing,

burning, etc.)

• Whether your pain is constant, on-and-off,

or follows some other pattern

• What things make your pain better and

what things make it worse

• How your pain interferes with your life

• Physical exam and diagnostic tests

Acute vs. Chronic Pain
Acute pain is an alarm system that helps to keep you from further injuring

yourself.  In contrast, chronic pain is a false alarm or nuisance pain that

continues after your body has healed as best it can.  When you have chronic

pain, it can be hard to know whether to ignore symptoms or to treat them as

new alarms.  The best approaches to chronic pain involve trying to stay

active and not letting the pain run your life.
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Pain Treatment
Pain can result from injury to muscles, joints, bones,

internal organs, skin, and to nerves themselves.

The first step in treating a pain problem is assessing

its exact cause.  Treatment is then designed to

address the source of the pain, including:

• Medication (to reduce inflammation, soothe

nerve fibers, relax muscles, turn down pain

signals)

• Physical therapies

• Stress management and behavioral treatments

• Anesthetic treatments (nerve blocks, joint

injections, epidural injections)

The purpose of any pain treatment is to improve your quality of life and

ability to function.  If a treatment does not improve your life or is harmful in

any way, it will be stopped.

Opioid Pain Medications
Opioids are chemicals made by the opium poppy or man-made to be similar.

Opioids are helpful for some but not all pain problems.  They trigger your

body’s own system for decreasing pain.  Some typical opioids include:

• Codeine

• Fentanyl (Duragesic)

• Hydrocodone (in Lortab)

• Hydromorphone (Dilaudid)

• Methadone

• Morphine

• Oxycodone (in Percocet)
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Risks and Side Effects
Opioids are associated with certain risks, including these side effects:

• Sedation

• Constipation

• Lowered male hormone levels

• Suppressed breathing (at high doses)

Opioids can be addicting for some people.  The risk of becoming addicted

to opioids is greater for people with prior drug abuse problems and some

psychiatric problems.

Some conditions that make the use of opioids dangerous:

• Severe memory problems

• Alcohol abuse

• Illegal drug use

• Liver damage

• Kidney damage

• Seizure disorder

Opioids will only be prescribed for certain

chronic pain problems, and only after trying other

treatments first.  Before prescribing opioids, our

VA health care providers are required to:

• Fully evaluate the cause of your pain

• Try other therapies shown to work for your

pain problem

• Assess medical risk factors for opioid use

• Assess psychological risk factors for opioid use
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Opioids - Part of a Complete Treatment Plan
Opioids are only used for chronic pain as part of a complete treatment

plan.  You must have a stable relationship with your health care provider.

As part of your treatment plan, you may be asked to:

• Sign a written treatment agreement

• Submit blood or urine samples for drug testing

• Be evaluated by behavioral health care providers

You must take opioids exactly as prescribed and report side effects to

your provider.  Only the medical provider or clinic managing your pain

treatment will renew your opioid prescription.

If you go to the Emergency Department with a pain emergency requiring

opioids, you will only be given enough to last until the next business day.

You must then see your primary care provider to be re-evaluated.

You will be monitored regularly, and your provider may stop your

opioids if they are not being used safely and effectively.  If opioids are

not right for your chronic pain problem, we will offer other ways to

manage your chronic pain.

Suspected Abuse, Sale or Distribution of Opioids

If you do not use opioids as instructed, you may be evaluated for drug

abuse.  Your medication will be strictly monitored.  Lost or stolen

opioids typically will not be refilled early.  We may ask to speak with

family members, other health care providers or pharmacies.

We take selling or giving away medications very seriously.  In some

circumstances, we may contact police when a patient is known to be

distributing prescribed drugs to others.
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VA Health Care On The Web
www.va.gov/visns/visn02

For Reliable Health Information On The Web
www.myhealth.va.gov

Upstate New York Veterans ~
Wherever you are, When you need help ...

VA TELCARE
1-888-838-7890
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Department of Veterans Affairs/Department of Defense (2002)

VA/DoD Clinical Practice Guideline for Postoperative Pain Management.

Department of Veterans Affairs / Department of Defense (2003).

VA/DoD Clinical Practice Guideline for the Management of Opioid Therapy

for Chronic Pain.

VHA Directive 2003-921, Pain Management.

VISN 2 Memorandum: 10N2-56-03, Network 2 Pain Management Policy,

July 29, 2003.

For More Information
Contact:

Karl Frohm, Ph.D. at (716) 862-8594
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Reaching Us Is Easy

VA Medical Centers:
Albany
113 Holland Avenue
Albany, NY 12208
(518) 626-5000

Batavia
222 Richmond Avenue
Batavia, NY 14020
(585) 343-7500

Bath
76 Veterans Avenue
Bath, NY 14810
(607) 664-4000

Buffalo
3495 Bailey Avenue
Buffalo, NY 14215
(716) 834-9200

Canandaigua
400 Fort Hill Avenue
Canandaigua, NY 14424
(585) 394-2000

Syracuse
800 Irving Avenue
Syracuse, NY 13210
(315) 425-4400

Community-Based
Outpatient Clinics:
Auburn
Auburn Memorial Hospital
17 Lansing St.
Auburn, NY 13021
(315) 255-7002

Bainbridge
109 North Main Street
Bainbridge, NY 13733
(607) 967-8590

Binghamton
425 Robinson Street
Binghamton, NY 13001
(607) 772-9100

Carthage
3 Bridge Street
Carthage, NY 13619
(315) 493-4180

Catskill
Greene Medical Bldg.
159 Jefferson Heights
Catskill, NY 12414
(518) 943-7515

Clifton Park
1673 Route 9
Clifton Park, NY 12065
(518) 383-8506

Cortland
1129 Commons Avenue
Cortland, NY 13045
(607) 662-1517

Dunkirk
The Resource Center
325 Central Avenue
Dunkirk, NY 14048
(716) 366-2122

Elizabethtown
P.O. Box 277, Park St.
Elizabethtown, NY 12932
(518) 873-3295

Elmira
Health Services Bldg.
200 Madison Ave., Suite 2E
Elmira, NY 14901
(877) 845-3247

Fonda
Camp Mohawk Plaza
Rt. 30A
Fonda, NY 12068
(518) 853-1247

Glens Falls
84 Broad Street
Glens Falls, NY 12801
(518) 798-6066

Ithaca
10 Arrowwood Drive
Ithaca, NY 14850
(607) 274-4680

Jamestown
The Resource Center
890 East Second Street
Jamestown, NY 14701
(716) 661-1447

Kingston
63 Hurley Avenue
Kingston, NY 12401
(845) 331-8322

Lackawanna
Our Lady of Victory
Family Care Center
227 Ridge Road
Lackawanna, NY 14218
(716) 822-5944

Lockport
Ambulatory Care Center
5875 S. Transit Road
Lockport, NY 14094
(716) 433-2025

Malone
183 Park Street, Suite 3
Malone, NY 12953
(518) 481-2545

Massena
1 Hospital Drive
Massena, NY 13662
(315) 769-4253

Niagara Falls
2201 Pine Avenue
Niagara Falls, NY 14301
1-(800) 223-4810

Olean
Olean General Hospital
623 Main St.
Olean, NY 14760
(716) 375-7555

Oswego
Seneca Hills Health
Services Center
County Route 45A
Oswego, NY 13126
(315) 343-0925

Plattsburgh
43 Durkee Street
Plattsburgh, NY 12901
(518) 561-8310

Rochester
465 Westfall Road
Rochester, NY 14620
(585) 463-2600

Rome
125 Brookley Road,
Bldg. 510
Rome, NY 13441
(315) 334-7100

Schenectady
1322 Gerling St.
Sheridan Plaza
Schenectady, NY 12308
(518) 346-3334

Troy
295 River Street
Troy, NY 12180
(518) 274-7707

Warsaw
Wyoming County
Community Hospital
400 N. Main Street
Warsaw, NY 14569
(585) 344-3355

Wellsville
Jones Memorial Hospital
Health Care Center
15 Loder Street
Wellsville, NY 14895
(585) 596-2056


